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 Warm wishes for a new year filled with happiness, health and friendship.   While most of you, no 

doubt, spent this month diligently following through on your New Year’s resolutions, I spent a few days 

recuperating from some dental surgery.   While dental procedures have never been my favourite 

pastime, I must admit that I have a great appreciation for modern day dentistry.  

It seems like 

only yesterday that I 

was sitting in Dr. “Slim” 

MacLellan’s dentist’s 

chair, scared to death, 

while he examined a 

very sore tooth in my 

poor little mouth.  I 

can still see him 

peering through those 

round little spectacles 

that sat perched on the 

end of his nose, 

cautioning me to sit 

still or he’d have to 

send me off to New 

Glasgow to have my tooth pulled.  Well, he may as well have threatened me with a trip to the moon!  A 

visit to his office was already a foreign occurrence.  One had to be pretty sick or pretty darn sore to 

warrant a trip to the doctor or the dentist.   

Each time I now visit my dentist, I leave feeling ever so grateful that I live in an era when most 

people can get their teeth repaired.  Dentistry has come such a long way, even since the days of Dr. 

MacLellan and Dr. Rollie MacDonald.  While my early encounters with these dentists were somewhat 

memorable (and more than a tad frightening), my children have never had any qualms about dental 

appointments.  For them, a trip to the dentist has always been a friendly visit with their Uncle John.    

Oral health and dental care are big business today but this is a fairly recent development.   
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According to the Canadian Dental Association website, dental regulations came into play only in the last 

century or so.  Before that, “anyone with a box of dental instruments could claim to be a dentist” – and 

who would have been the wiser?   

A little research shows that Antigonish had a dentist 

on as early as 1891.  According to his obituary, Dr. Charles 

Agnew was a “well-regarded figure in the life of this 

community for more than fifty years.”  In fact, Agnew was 

quite the gentleman about town.  In his off-time, this eligible 

bachelor “enjoyed many keen hours of golf and curling.”   

It wasn’t long before a second dentist arrived on the 

scene.   Whidden’s History of the Town of Antigonish reveals 

that Dr. Matthew Ronan set up practice on Main Street in 

1903. Ronan was president of the Nova Scotia Dental 

Association from 1918 to 1919.   

While we’re not entirely sure as to what procedures these early dentists performed here in 

Antigonish, an old advertisement in a New Glasgow paper may enlighten us just a tad about early 

dentistry.  According to Clary Croft in A Maritimer’s Miscellany, a certain Dr. Wolff, dentist, was offering 

“painless” extractions “by use of Nitrous Oxide gas, Cocaine, etc.” at his office, head of Provost and 

Archimedes streets, back in 1888.  He guaranteed “durable sets and fine fits.”  Natural teeth could also 

be “carefully filled and cleaned.”  Did our local dentists provide the same services?     

The Telephone Exchange of 1919 shows the two aforementioned dentists still practicing their 

trade on Main Street; however, by 1924 they were sharing the profits with Dr. Lister Cameron and Dr. 

Lewis Cummings, surgeon and dentist.  All four gentlemen worked a similar schedule but Dr. Cameron 

was also available “by appointment” in the evenings.  A note in the Personals of the July 23, 1925 edition 

of The Casket informed the public that “Dr. Agnew and Dr. Cummings attended the convention of the 

Dental Association at Digby last week.”  With four “esteemed” dentists in town, you’d think that all of 

the citizens of the town and county would have had perfectly healthy teeth – but that was certainly not 

the case.  

Long-time employee of The Casket, Peg MacGillivray, made mention of “long yellow teeth” and 

“crooked tobacco-stained fangs” in Recollections – stories that were published in The Casket from 1947 

to 1950.  Her lively tales are a descriptive account of life in rural Antigonish County in the early 1900s.  In 

one particular story, Thomas Charlie pontificates about toothaches and proclaims, “Ach, Dhia, Dhia, the 

toothache is a fearful thing.”  Indeed, it is. 

Tooth decay and tooth infections have long been universal experiences.  When old remedies 

didn’t cure the pain, tooth extraction was often the only solution.  Found in the archives of the museum 

is a little diary of notes kept by a certain lady from Heatherton during the early 1940s.  These notations 

clearly illustrate how routine it was for folks to have their teeth pulled.  “Oct 25th 1942 Angus closed the 

shop/ Nov 28th 1942 a heavy wind blew the window in  . . .  James got his upper teeth out on May 22, 



1943 in New Glasgow by Dr. Milner/ $15.00 for extraction/ got new ones Sept/ Mary I. got upper teeth 

out Sept 20th 1943/ Angus and Daniel painted the house Sept 28th – Oct 2nd, $19.50/ Nellie McLean died 

Feb 3rd 1944 . . .  I got new teeth April 3rd 1944/ Joe’s wife here April 23rd 1944.” Today we are somewhat 

horrified by her candid comments.   

This common practice of having one’s teeth pulled would, of course, create much discomfort 

with regards to eating, smiling and talking.  These difficulties are clearly illustrated in an old letter 

written by the parish priest at Lakevale in 1901 and sent to Thomas Somers, prominent merchant in 

town.  “You will please send me either by the mail driver, or some other good chance, from 10 to 15 lbs 

of nice tender beef.  I have no teeth and if the beef be tough I cannot use it.”  Unfortunately, many 

people were dealing with dental issues.    

Dental hygiene has not always been what it is today.  Little was understood about the causes of 

tooth decay and so many never bothered to clean their teeth.  Old photos clearly confirm that countless 

numbers had discolored or crooked teeth.  Missing teeth were common too.  Because they couldn’t 

afford the dental services that were available, most folks had little choice but to live with these 

imperfections.  I cringe every time I think of the story that Joan Gillis told me on one of my recent visits 

to the museum.  (Joan is a long-time volunteer at the museum and a fabulous storyteller.)  She tells the 

tale of a girl in her neighbourhood in the Glace Bay area who got her false teeth for an engagement gift.   

Joan laughs when she recalls her father saying, “It was the bye friend who gave her the teeth.”  Truth be 

told, the young lady was probably ever so grateful.   

Still, false teeth weren’t always a perfect solution either.  Sometimes they were crude; often 

they were ill fitting and uncomfortable.  Tony MacKenzie tells a delightful tale of makeshift dentures in 

his book Scottish Lights.  According to Professor MacKenzie, this story took place at the Keppoch where 

the bears were “big and cunning and hungry.”  On this particular occasion, a certain gentleman from 

Pictou County was cruising a woodlot when he was confronted by a couple of “roary-eyed drunk” bears.  

(What’s with our local bears and moonshine mash anyway?)  The bears attacked and a struggle ensued 

but the experienced woodsman had a sturdy axe with which he was able to defend himself and kill the 

bears.  He was none the worse for wear except that when his upper plate was knocked out, it fell into a 

bog and disappeared out of sight.    

Now, how does one eat lumber camp food without upper teeth?   The hero of this charming tale 

concocted a rather clever plan.  He hauled the offensive bears into camp where, with the help of the 

cook, he fashioned an upper plate from beech wood.  Then he pulled the bear cub’s teeth and attached 

them to the plate which he then popped into his own mouth.   After that, he sat down and ate the bear 

– with the bear’s own teeth!  Now fancy that. 

 Over the years, more dentists came to town.  In a 1948 edition of The Casket, we see Dr. Lister 

Cameron still practicing his trade.  A veteran of both wars, he served in the Royal Canadian Dental Corps 

during World War II with the rank of major.  After the war he resumed his practice here in town.  In 

1948, Dr. M. E. Morrison was located in the Capitol Building, over the old Capitol Theatre.  In fact, it was 

his sterilization equipment that caused the fire that burned the old theatre to the ground in 1965.   



Some of our dentists left a significant stamp on our community.  In his history of Antigonish, Pat 

Walsh notes that “the legendary dentist”, Dr. Allan J. “Slim” MacLellan, opened a dental office in the 

Donovan Building on College Street in the 1940s.  (That word “legendary” makes me think that there’s a 

good story there waiting to be told.)  Dr. Omer Taylor was greatly admired and respected by his many 

patients.  Upon his death in 1971, The Casket wrote a lovely tribute.  “If he left for a few days’ vacation – 

duck shooting maybe – there was always a general feeling of relief when the word got around, ‘Doc is 

back’.”  Folks clearly depended on their dentist to make them feel better. 

We all have a dental-related story.  Lewis B. Chisholm speaks of the public health nurse yanking 

protruding teeth from unsuspecting youngsters in his book, Limbs.  Fraser Dunn shares a memorable 

experience that he had with Dr. Lister Cameron.  One January day, young Fraser rode his bike into town 

to have an ulcerated tooth extracted.  After much tugging and tearing, the tooth was removed and 

Fraser got back on his bike and headed home to Lower South River.  It is little wonder that he got cold in 

his jaw and suffered miserably for days.  And then, of course, there are the stories told by courageous 

blokes who pulled their own tooth with a little help from a swig or two of whiskey. 

Someone recently told the story of an unnamed fellow from out in the county who readily 

provided his services to his friends and neighbours suffering from dental afflictions.  He had absolutely 

no qualifications but he had an assortment of tools that seemed to suffice.  The teller of this tale told of 

the time when an old chap drove up in his pick-up truck, rolled down the window and explained his 

dental woes.  The “wanna-be” dentist reached in with a pair of pliers, yanked the offending tooth and 

sent his relieved patient on his merry way.  A tall tale?  Perhaps but, remember, blacksmiths and barbers 

extracted teeth back in the Middle Ages.  As we move forward in history, watchmakers and clockmakers 

pulled teeth as a sideline.  They were the ones with talents and the tools to fix small devices.   

What about old remedies that were used in the area?  Well, some folks were known to brush 

their teeth with wood ashes.  While this is certainly not recommended by dentists today, the ash was an 

effective whitener.  Clove oil was commonly used to numb an aching tooth.   “Grandma Betty” told me 

that she remembers taking a crushed aspirin, placing it on the offending tooth and covering it with a bit 

of cotton to dull the pain.  A drop or two of liquor on the tooth produced the same result but relief was, 

of course, only temporary.   

 All this talk about toothaches and dentists reminds me of something that I heard some years 

ago concerning the fact that most folks didn’t smile for the camera in the olden days.  Why all the 

somber poses?  Well, according to this person, many people had missing teeth that they didn’t want to 

expose.  (Maybe there’s some truth to that story after all.)  Now, thanks to modern day dentistry, we 

can record and save our smiles without fear of anyone discovering them in years to come. 

 Share some of your old dental stories with us.  We’d love to hear from you. 

       Catherine MacGillivray 

cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca 



  

Highland 

Games 

Survey 

The Scottish 

Government is 

conducting some 

research with 

regards to 

Highland Games in 

North America.   

Anyone willing to 

participate in a 

short survey will 

have their name 

entered into a 

draw for a luxury 

food hamper 

featuring the best 

of Scotland’s 

produce.  

This online survey 

must be 

completed before 

February 3, 2012.   

To participate, please visit the following site.  http://surveys.visitscotland.org/highlandgames/ca/ 

 

Museum Book Draw 

Our February book draw for Father Rankin’s A History of the County of Antigonish will take place soon.  

Our March book draw will be for The Legislative Assembly of Nova Scotia, 1758–1983: A biographical 

directory edited by Shirley B. Elliot.  This book was donated by Joan Gillis.  Names of the lucky winners 

will be posted in the next newsletter. 

The Highland Society’s Burns Night 

This event will take place on Saturday, January 28, 2012, at the John Paul Centre on Main Street from 
7:00 to 10:00 p.m.  Come and join in on the fun.   

http://surveys.visitscotland.org/highlandgames/ca/


Installation of First Life Members 

A large crowd gathered 
on Saturday, January 21st, to 
celebrate the installation of the 
Antigonish Heritage Association’s 
first Life Members.  Being 
honored were local historians Joe 
MacDonald, Fraser Dunn and 
Bernadette Gillis.  In her opening 
words, Jocelyn Gillis quoted 
British novelist Gladys B. Stern 
when she said, “Silent gratitude 
isn’t much use to anyone.”  Over 
the years, Joe, Fraser and 
Bernadette have dedicated 

countless hours to the preservation of area history and they 
deserve to be recognized for their great contributions.   

Joe MacDonald has been documenting local history 
for years.  With two books to his credit, he started building on 
the existing database at the museum.  Because of his earnest 
dedication, the museum can now boast a database of about 
120,000 entries.  This is, of course, a great asset to historians 
and genealogists everywhere who are researching local roots.  
Deputy Mayor Dianne Roberts presented Joe with his life 
membership award. 

 

 
Fraser Dunn has long had an interest in the village of St. Andrews, its 

people, its history and its organizations.  He has served on the museum 
board and, on several occasions, he has been a guest speaker with the 
museum lecture program.  When MLA Maurice Smith presented Fraser with 
his award, Fraser noted that if only he could live another thirty years, then 
he’d be able to contribute as much as Joe and Bernadette. 

Bernadette Gillis worked with the Antigonish Heritage Association for 
about nine years until her dream of establishing a museum finally became a 
reality in 1991.  There was no collection back then so she started gathering 
items, one by one, and sharing what she knew with all who were interested.   
Her efforts clearly paid off for today we have a museum that we can all be 
proud of.  Warden Herb Delorey presented Bernadette with her award.   

Entertainment for this event was provided by the very talented Mary 
Beth Carty on the accordion.   Tea was served and a good time was had by 
one and all.  (Photos courtesy of Irene Brown) 



Recent Acquisitions 

Pam Chisholm recently brought in a laundry bag designed specifically for 
corsets.  If you look closely, you can see the lace panel with the word CORSETS 
inscribed down the center.  This bag probably dates to the turn of the century. 

Corsets would have been quite difficult to launder because of the steel boning 
and the metal eyelets.  For this reason, the corset was not worn next to the skin 
but over a corset cover – a simple garment that absorbed perspiration and thus 
kept the gown and the corset relatively clean.   

 
Betty MacDonald donated a pair of WWI boots that belonged to her uncle, Leo B. 
Sears of Lochaber.  Leo, who served with the #9 St. Francis Xavier Hospital Unit, 
went overseas in 1916.  His boots, issued by the army, are still in fairly good 

condition.    

After the war, Leo became a priest with the Diocese 
of Antigonish.   Soon after ordination, he was 
appointed professor at St. Francis Xavier.   Father 
Sears was a recipient of the Order of Canada.  
 

 Leo “Boots” Chisholm donated a pair of hockey skates that were popular during that era of the 

1940s to the 1960s.  

 Dolna Garbary brought in some old bottles including an Evangeline root beer bottle.  Evangeline 

pop was a popular beverage produced by a bottling company out of Moncton, New Brunswick, 

from the 1920s to the 1950s.   

 Peter T. MacDonald of Brandon, Manitoba, donated a copy of his history of The Descendants of 

Martin MacDonald. 

 Ronnie Gillis of Doctor’s Brook came in with ration booklets from WWII and a diary written by 
John Vincent Campbell, a native of SW Margaree.  This diary, penned during the summer of 
1948, covers a European tour in the post war era. 

 

Antigonish Heritage Association 

Silver Member Supporter 

We’d like to acknowledge Hilda MacGillivray as a Silver Member Supporter of the Heritage Association 

of Antigonish. 



Antigonish Heritage Association Membership 

We’d like to welcome the following new members:   

 

John Dickie and Mary Sears, Antigonish                             

Doug MacLellan, Cloverville 

Peter T. MacDonald, Brandon, Manitoba                           

Joan Gillis, Halifax and Antigonish 

Chris Robbins and family, Hanwell, New Brunswick        

Sharon MacPherson, Antigonish 

Betty Cameron, Antigonish 

Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish 

(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.) 

A new year has commenced and we look forward to making our Association stronger with several key 
initiatives. 

One key initiative includes reaching out to the schools in Antigonish Town and County with the view to 
getting younger residents involved.  We have contacted Mr. Jack Beaton, Superintendent of Schools for 
the Strait Regional School Board.  We have permission to contact the seven schools that are located in 
Antigonish County.  We hope to start this outreach in the near future. 

In the last issue of our Newsletter we spoke about the painting of the interior of the Museum and the 
installation of a new hanging system.  We are fortunate to have the Town and County as our major 
funding partners.  We prepare a yearly budget and we have to operate within this budget.  Sometimes 
we have major expenditures that are not budgeted.  These expenditures are funded though fundraising 
activities like the fabric sale and donations to the Heritage Association of Antigonish.  The total cost to 
painting the Museum, including the new hanging system, was around ten thousand dollars.  We 
received a grant for fifteen hundred dollars.  This means we had to use eighty-five hundred of cash 
reserves.  This highlights the importance of your continued financial support for your Association and 
Museum. 

On the January 21, 2012, I attended the installation of Life Membership for Bernadette Gillis, Joe 
MacDonald and Fraser Dunn. They are the first recipients of the Association Life Membership Honour. 
Together, they have volunteered numerous hours to the Museum and the Association.  They are truly an 
inspiration to all of us that follow in their footsteps.  Our commitment to them is to manage this legacy 
wisely for future generations. 

Well done Bernadette, Joe and Fraser! 

Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 

Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA           angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca            
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